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How May We Improve the Quality of Our Service to Clients?
By S. B. STEVENSON

THE quality of our service to clients
depends upon the soundness of the
procedure followed in prosecuting the engagement, the informative qualities of the

report, the knowledge, character and exertions of the individuals entrusted with the
field work, and the nature and extent of
contacts with clients on the part of prin-
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cipals of the firm. These elements will be
considered in the order named, though at
certain points they are so inter-related as
to be difficult of distinction.
Adequate instruction in matters of technique and procedure are provided by the
firm; hence this phase of the subject will
receive only brief comment.
On recurring audit engagements a tendency exists to follow too closely the work
of prior audits. This may be due to fear
that a decided departure from previous
practices, adopted possibly by agreement
with the client, might give rise to doubts
as to the quality of the present or of past
service; but such a consideration can not
justify procedure which may, through
changing conditions, become inappropriate.
Greater emphasis than in the past might be
given to this fact.
Similarly, greater emphasis might be
given to the advisability of assembling and
studying, early in the engagement, significant data taken from the client's financial
statements and general records. This would
provide an invaluable guide for the subsequent work and would have prevented
many of the humiliations which accountants have suffered in the past.
The cost of our services may be reduced
and their value correspondingly increased
through arranging that parts of the work
be performed by the client's staff. Thus,
many schedules and analyses may with
advantage be supplied by them, thereby
limiting our work to that of verification, and
effecting considerable economies with little
or no loss in effectiveness. Greater efforts
toward securing co-operation of clients in
this respect will yield gratifying results.
Statistical methods of comparing data
should be employed more freely. Graphic
charts are difficult to use in ordinary
reports because troublesome to reproduce,
but various types of averages may be
used with illuminating results. For example, a "moving average" of sales or
expenses frequently discloses general trends
of great interest.
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Valuable suggestions may be made to
clients as to the assembly and use by them
of data available in government and other
reports. The intelligent use of information
from such sources would have prevented
the initiation of many disastrous policies.
The reader of a report should find in
it the answers to many of the questions
which arise in considering the condition of
a business. For example, the net working
capital, the working capital ratio, the rate
of inventory turnover, and the ratio of
expenses to volume of business are matters
of great moment in visualizing the condition of a business, and consequently should
be so treated in a report as to save the
reader the effort of computation. Again,
greater use should be made of comparisons
and of operating and financial ratios, both
in comparing the period under review with
other periods, and, in some cases, comparing the particular business with others in
the same industry.
At present many clients may not desire
reports of this character, but judicious
efforts to present matters of such importance in a form comprehensively analyzed
and therefore easily digested will eventually be recognized as invaluable.
Responsibility for the informative qualities of reports devolves primarily upon the
accountant in charge. Much may be accomplished by a skillful reviewer, but certain
hazards attend his efforts to do, in our
office, the work that should be done in the
field.
It is presumed that every member of
the field staff has received considerable
instruction in the theory of accounts. Such
instruction, however, is usually not sufficiently specific, and does not deal adequately with certain problems arising in
practice. Thus, the necessity, in verifying
the additions in columnar cash books, of
considering the discount columns is commonly ignored.
The system of staff conferences recently
inaugurated in New York provides means
of making available to the individual ac-
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countant the accumulated experience of garded as deficient in ability to "mix,"
the staff as a whole. These should be and as negative and meticulous. Realizing
continued and an effort made to secure that the secrecy which normally surrounds
more general participation in the various his work, and the habit of reticence engendiscussions.
dered thereby, tend to place him at a
It is essential that the representatives disadvantage from a social viewpoint, the
of the firm establish and sustain a high accountant should strive to overcome this
reputation for sound business judgment as disadvantage by general reading and culwell as technical skill. This constitutes a tural improvement. If the individual is
serious problem, for the work entrusted to encouraged in his efforts to correct this tenda given individual is likely to be so miscel- ency, greater impressiveness of the staff as
laneous in character as to make it difficult a whole will result, which in turn through
for him to reach sound conclusions as to greater cooperation by clients, will result
the basic characteristics of an industry. It in improving the quality of our work.
is suggested that members of the firm and
The character of a person is determined
others approaching that status might prof- by heredity and environment; hence, is not
itably undertake to further the growth of susceptible to material change through
the individual staff member in this respect. action of the firm. His attitude in executIn addition to their superior attainments ing the work assigned to him is governed
they enjoy the advantage of dignified as- primarily by his character and the nature
sociation with many substantial men of of his relations with the firm. In general,
affairs as compared with the limited op- therefore, these aspects of the problem
portunities of most staff members.
under consideration may be summarized
Staff accountants, on their part, should as matters of care in employment of
familiarize themselves with the character- assistants and of maintenance of satisfacistics of various industries in respect of tory relations with them. The limits of
working capital and fixed property require- this essay will not permit extended conments, turnovers, etc. A book of recent sideration of these subjects.
publication affords great assistance in
As an accountancy practice grows, the
respect of conditions during a number of difficulty of maintaining close relations
years ended with 1921. The data which it with clients increases. As a result our
presents might be continued as to subse- services are not sought in many cases
quent years for a few representative com- where they are needed greatly, as, for
panies by the individual accountant or on example, in valuing good-will and arranga more comprehensive scale by the firm. ing the terms of certain contracts.
Thus equipped with general knowledge of
The most effective means of maintaining
the history of business during recent years, satisfactorily close relations with clients
the accountant would be better able to is through more frequent contacts with
incorporate in his reports matters of out- them by the firm's principals. Since the
standing interest, and, moreover, to sustain limited number of the latter makes this
a satisfactory part in general conversation difficult, however, the duty of keeping in
with present and prospective clients.
touch with clients may be delegated to
Narrowness of view is frequently at- certain responsible members of the staff
tributed to accountants as a class. To subject to the general supervision of a
destroy any basis for such an opinion as principal. While this method is hazardous
applied to our representatives, interest in that an individual may prove unequal
should be stimulated in the more valuable to his responsibility, on the other hand it
works dealing with economics and finance. may disclose latent administrative ability
In some quarters accountants are re- of a high order.
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In respect of some of the problems indicated in the foregoing pages, action has already been initiated. However, as pointed
out specifically in several instances, greater

May

emphasis may be given, so effecting further
co-ordination of the unceasing efforts of
the firm to improve the quality of services
to a varied clientele.

